Introduction
This genesis of this paper was the introduction of a course on Wicca which caused the writer to peruse some of the literature outlining the life and work of Gerald Gardner and the re-emergence (or invention) of Paganism, the work which was of particular interest was Ronald Hutton's The Triumph of the Moon 1 which described the macrocosm of language, belief and culture in which Wicca emerged, many of these seemed very similar to the networks previously described as contexts and used in the study of the early The Bahá'í Faith, as it is known today, did not begin to emerge in Britain, even in an inchoate form, until the mid 1930s, what existed prior to that, from 1899 until the early 1930s, will be called here the Bahá'í Movement or Bahaism which is how its adherents referred to it and to distinguish it from the Bahá'í Faith which was to follow.
In Britain, the loosely knit groups of individuals who first identified themselves as Bahá'ís became the Bahá'í Movement, which was subsequently replaced by the Bahá'í Faith. It is important to Bahá'ís today to be recognised as a discrete world religion, and much Bahá'í literature begins by stressing its separateness from other religions. This has not always been the case; the Bahá'ís in Britain prior to 1930 repeatedly denied that they were a new or separate religion, some referring to themselves as Bahá'í Christians and retaining or, in some cases, acquiring church membership. The principle distinction, then, between the Movement and the Faith, was that the majority of pre-1930 Bahá'ís did not perceive themselves to be part of an independent religion, but rather saw Bahaism as being a supplement to their existing religious beliefs, and, in many cases, practices. This paper, then, defines the British Bahá'í Movement as a 'supplementary religious movement', based on the following criterion:
membership of the Bahá'í Movement required no act of conversion; adherents remained in (and in some cases joined) other religious organisations and no break with pre-existing belief was required. Bahaism was not seen as an alternative to other traditions, rather as a method whereby these traditions could be interpreted in a wider context.
In the case of the British Bahá'ís of this period, pre-existing links were the basis of networks within the Bahá'í Movement, and each network had its own understanding of what constituted Bahaism, so people were thus attracted to a particular version of Bahaism which dovetailed with pre-existing beliefs and which was reinforced by pre-existing social relations.
Wicca
Wicca, witchcraft or Paganism is much harder to define, as it has no single authority, no single cannon of scripture and an amazingly varied set of beliefs and practices, in fact it seems hard to find consensus amongst Pagans, despite this vagueness (or perhaps because of)
Pagans seem happy to differ and many operate in eclectic groups. One event is, however, agreed upon to be of great significance in the re-emergence of Paganism and that is the publication Gardner's interest in a public museum, where he was "resident witch" chatting to the customers and articles in the popular press may have been an attempt to make contact with groups and or individuals -if there were any "survivors" out there they would be drawn to his beacon.
The authenticity of Gardner's claims to the antiquity of the rituals he described do not concern us here, but the parallel development with the Baha'is. Any person claiming a hereditary Pagan background 6 or even simply that Wicca was a survival of an Old Religion, was tacitly acknowledging a "supplementary religious movement" because anyone openly practising such a tradition prior to the repeal of the Witchcraft Act would, presumably have been subject to prosecution, consequently some form of conformity to Christian norms was required.
The Theory of Relevance
For the full statement of the theory of relevance, recourse must be had to Sperber and
Wilson: 7 what follows now is the very barest of its bones. When we overhear part of a conversation, that is something not addressed to oneself, it is often incomprehensible, even though it is in one's own mother tongue. Let us say we overhear the sentence: "They are all at it." We do not know who they are, nor what they are up to, only that it is probably something highly reprehensible. What comes from our automatic and inevitable processing of the sounds is technically known as a partial semantic representation. What we do not know is the context of the utterance, and we might allow our imagination freedom to fit any number of possible contexts to this partial semantic representation just for our own speculative amusement. If we knew the appropriate context to apply, and every conversation creates much of its own rolling context, then the utterance becomes disambiguated and enriched and can create a considerable contextual effect such that our amusement might be instead horror and outrage at the awfulness of what was taking place. Two types of action are then involved in comprehension: the first, linguistic processing to yield a partial semantic representation; the second, inference whereby contexts are matched against the representation until the appropriate one fits, thereby generating its contextual effect through disambiguation, reference assignment and enrichment. The question is, how do we know what the appropriate context is? Here the theory of relevance offers an explanation.
The theory of relevance proposes that everything addressed to someone by somebody else comes with a guarantee of relevance. Not only that, but the speaker will have put it in such a way that the addressee will have no difficulty grasping it. The theory of relevance therefore proposes that the appropriate context is the one which produces the maximum contextual effect with the minimum of processing effort. It argues that having contextual effects is a necessary condition for relevance, and that, other things being equal, the greater the contextual effect, the greater the relevance. A context is a set of assumptions, which are likely to be held with varying degrees of strength or conviction, with which the new information interacts, thereby producing the contextual effect. The contextual effects discussed in the theory are of three main types: contextual implication, the contradiction of existing assumptions and the strengthening of existing assumptions. The presentation by Sperber and Wilson is, of course, much fuller than this and deals with many other issues, as well as being strongly argued at every point. It raises the notion of relevance from being an intuitive undeveloped everyday concept to being a theoretical construct of importance in cognitive and communication theory. Ultimately the theory emerged from the shift that took place a few decades ago in linguistics from production theory to reception theory, which led to greater interest being taken in pragmatics. It also derived from developments in the cognitive sciences and in semantics and logic. One of its most significant innovations is its recognition that the context is not the predetermined given, as was previously assumed, but rather there is, even in everyday conversation, a choice of contexts, the choice resolved by the principle of relevance, the pursuit of which, they argue, is the goal of human cognition.
It used to be thought that humans had a special 'language' faculty that distinguished humankind from the animal and other kingdoms. The activities which necessarily involve the use of language (i.e., a grammar governed representational system) are not communicative but cognitive. Language is an essential tool for the processing and memorising of information. As such, it must exist not only in humans but also in a wide variety of animals and machines with information processing abilities. Any organism or device with a memory must be able to represent past states of the world or itself. Any organism or device with the ability to draw inferences must have a representational system whose formulas stand on both syntactic and semantic relations to each other. Clearly these abilities are not confined to humans." Ibid., p. 173.
9 "The great debate about whether humans are the only species to have language is based upon a misconception of the nature of language. The debate is not really about whether other species than humans have languages, but about whether they have languages which they use as mediums of communication. Now the fact that humans have developed languages which can be used in communication is interesting, but it tells us nothing about the essential nature of language. The originality of the human species is precisely to have found this curious additional use for something other species also possess, as the originality of elephants is to have found that they can use their noses for the curious additional purpose of picking things up. In both cases, the result has been that something widely found in other species has undergone remarkable adaptation and development because of the new uses it has been put to. However, it would be as strange for humans to conclude that the essential purpose of language is communication as it would be for elephants to conclude the essential purpose of noses is for picking things up." themselves to themselves and others as remaining more or less the same person. In the course of their lives individuals are constantly processing new information, filtering out and dismissing much that which does not appear relevant to themselves. Largely this is an automatic process of the human reactive mechanism which gives an instant yes or no to an idea, feeling or sensation, quite often before it has reached the threshold of conscious awareness where individuals imagine they make choices. Despite the kaleidoscopic nature of the individual as a context, and the automatic pre-conscious censorship of the reactive mechanism, people, like the 'selfish gene', are actively alert to anything which is relevant to themselves. Depending on the individual's biography and the accidents which have conditioned much of the automatic reactive mechanism, there are many for whom that which pertains to the 'religious' or 'spiritual' is potentially relevant, to the point that their
reactive mechanism lets such 'messages' through for conscious consideration.
The degree of relevance to the individual is measured by the contextual effect created when the new 'message', in whatever form it takes, -it could be an experience, an encounter, or a simple act of love and consideration, as well as a communication, -meets with the assumptions, values, feelings and attitudes of the individual in their configuration at that particular moment. The three main contextual effects discussed above, contextual implication, the contradiction of existing assumptions and the confirmation of existing assumptions, will serve well here. To be told: "Christ died for you" can, and should, have profound implications for every Christian, and can be taken as an example of the first type of contextual effect. For the second type, one's personal beliefs contain deeply held assumptions, and when these are challenged it can and does produce a considerable effect, although whether this results in the need to author a treatise contra someone or other, or produces, after deliberation, a change of mind, will depend on the circumstances. Of the third type there will be many examples in what follows. It is not just a case of saying the producer of the 'message' is 'right', or the self-satisfaction of being 'right' oneself, nor the anticipation that the producer might be useful to one's cause, rather it is more often that the contextual effect is created by the confirmation that one's own personal subjective reality is shared and has, thereby, an objectivity as well.
Anyone who has spent time with a truly spiritual person will recognise what Berger describes in the quotation above about the effect of the presence of 'Abdu'l-Bahá. "He entered a room and its reality was changed. It became a place of peace and quiet, in which his words received a tremendous importance." His attribution of this effect to 'Abdu'lBahá's 'powerful personality', however, is perhaps unfortunate, since, nowadays, this would be too suggestive of egoistic celebrities or business moguls. It requires a deep spirituality, conversely an absence of ego and personality, to produce such inner peace in those present and to change the reality of a room. In terms of relevance theory, 'Abdu'l-Bahá had created in the audience his own context; he had stilled the reactive mechanisms of those present so that they would receive his words in a deeper part and so changed the context within each individual. Accordingly, his words, which Berger describes as frequently banal, became charged with significance to those present; they became maximally relevant.
It is not difficult to regard networks as contexts, in that they are founded on a communality of assumptions and values; nor is it difficult to transfer the notion of an individual's contextual effect to that of a network's collective response. This study will confirm the findings of scholarship on networks, that individuals belonging to a pre-existing network join a new movement along with the other network members, and leave it when the network no longer finds the new movement relevant. It is therefore possible to see the role of networks as providing that most essential requirement of relevance theory, the guarantee of relevance. When a speaker addresses one, it has the guarantee of relevance, that what is said will be of interest to the hearer, (the maximum contextual effect), and that it has been put in such a way that the first conclusion they draw will be the right one, (the minimum processing effort). While the network guarantees the relevance of the new movement the individual belongs, but leaves when the network's guarantee is withdrawn.
There remains one highly important element in relevance theory to consider: that of the inferential process that matches the appropriate context to the partial semantic representation and permits the disambiguation, reference assignment and enrichment which then gives rise to the contextual effects. In the early days of the period under review, the Bahá'í 'message' was both unclear and ambiguous. When a message is ambiguous or unclear, it leaves room for individuals to disambiguate it in their own ways, to make their own inferences and to enrich it as they will. The enigmatic guru is often the most 'charismatic' simply because his followers have the scope to interpret and enrich his status and behaviour according to what they most desire him to be and do, often later to be disappointed. In the early representation of Bahaism, this study distinguishes between values and beliefs, a distinction born of the material. By values is meant such desiderata as unity, harmony, love, equality of the sexes, education, social and economic equality, and a universal language. By belief is meant the deep acceptance of the Bahá'í understanding of the status of Bahá'u'lláh. The values are ones to which most could readily assent, but each was of particular interest to one network or another, although only one network, the one that survived the longest, adhered to the belief. Somewhere in between value and belief is the chiliastic, millenarian motif of a new and better world not too distant in the future. Because
Bahaism was a supplementary religious movement, with no requirement to abandon existing beliefs or practices, and with little or no organisation, network members were able to find the relevance of Bahaism in the particular value or values or belief of their pre-existing interest, and disambiguate and enrich Bahaism around that feature. One cannot speak of 'conversion' in this situation, only of finding varying degrees of relevance. It is because of this that the theory of relevance has been extended to religion and chosen as the most appropriate means of exposition for the situation of the early British Bahá'ís.
Part One
The most significant difficulty in relating the Baha' Whilst many of the Baha'is had links with Theosophy and 'Abdu'l Baha spoke at a number of Theosophical venues, the network amongst the Baha'is which had the most in common with the ideas which would crystallise into Paganism in its broadest sense were the Celtic Network. The Celtic Network is the term used to describe those who adhered to the Bahá'í
Movement from the perspective of the Celtic mystery tradition or the Western occult systems.
The dominant figures of this network were Wellesley Tudor Pole and Alice Buckton.
Members of this network were mainly known to each other prior to their involvement with Bahaism. Their interest in Celtic mysticism is the bond between them and consequently the context in which they found relevance in the Bahá'í teachings.
In 1902 Wellesley Tudor Pole experienced a dream which was to have a profound effect on him and incidentally initiate the second of the networks around Bahaism. Pole dreamt that he was a monk at Glastonbury Abbey. So powerful was the experience he felt compelled to travel to Glastonbury, he claimed he found the town just as he had seen it in his dream. Pole became convinced that Glastonbury was his spiritual home and that something awaited him to discover it there. He also received an impression that he would need a "triad of maidens" to find the relic. Goodchild was not merely a physician. He wrote books of poetry and prose but he was also engaged on a much higher quest: to seek out the true roots of spiritual life in the West. Skyeset, Stroud, 2004 p.105 embarked upon the first of a series of strategic plans for growth. Both Wicca and Baha'i were on the cusp of making the change from a supplementary religious movement to an independent religious tradition. Superficially the Baha'is with their centralised administration and international structures based upon clearly defined beliefs looked the more likely to make the transformation than the two small groups around Gardner and his book. However, fifty years later when the UK Census asked questions about religion for the first time, the Baha'is after half a century of tirelessly "teaching the Faith" numbered only 6,000 while the assorted Pagans could muster 100,000 32 with no effort at proselytizing at all -which leads to the second question addressed by this paper -how were the Pagans so much more relevant.
Part Two
To attempt an overall comparison of Baha'i and Pagan development in the second half of the twentieth century would require a study much larger than this, consequently only two issues will be scrutinised. The two issues are "Women" and "The Environment", both are important to Pagan and Baha'i world views.
Women -the Divine Feminine
Both Pagans and Baha'is reject a patriarchal, masculine God, in the case of Pagans whilst there are differing opinions about the nature of the divine, the centrality of a goddess to Wicca was ensured by Gardner's recounting of "The Myth of the Goddess" 33 and his description of the Drawing Down the Moon ritual. Gardner's work was not isolated but drew heavily upon the work of a number of anthropologists who had hypothesized that prior to the arrival of Christianity all of Europe had worshipped a single great goddess.
Whilst this theory was popular in the early twentieth century no witch trail cited worship of a goddess in evidence. It does not therefore appear to be a factor earlier than the 19 th /20 th centuries, however this feminising of the deity was to prove exceptionally important in the production of relevance for feminists.
In the Baha'i Writings Baha'u'llah refers throughout to The Holy Maiden, who represents the remembrance of God. The Holy Maiden is an undoubtedly female symbol.
She is sometimes represented as a bride of either the Báb or Bahá'u'lláh, such as in the Hidden Words.
(11) Many of the references to her appear in texts that are still untranslated into English. A number of these references to "maids of Heaven" might be analogous with the "black eyed maidens" of the Qu'rán, but the parallel is probably only superficial.
The Maid of Heaven, or Holy Maiden, plays an especially important part in Bahá'u'lláh's visionary, allegorical writings during His stay in Baghdad.
Bahá'u'lláh states that He had a vision of the Maiden whilst imprisoned in the Black Pit in
Tehran during 1852-3. He recounts the vision in the "Sura of the Temple,"
While engulfed in tribulations I heard a most wondrous, a most sweet voice, calling above My head. Turning My face, I beheld a Maiden -the embodiment of the remembrance of the name of My Lord -suspended in the air before Me. So rejoiced was she in her very soul that her countenance shone with the ornament of the good-pleasure of God, and her cheeks glowed with the brightness of the AllMerciful. Betwixt Earth and Heaven she was raising a call which captivated the hearts and minds of men. She was imparting to both My inward and outer being tidings which rejoiced My soul, and the souls of God's honoured servants. Pointing with her finger unto My head, she addressed all who are in Heaven and all who are on Earth saying: "By God! This is the best beloved of the worlds, and yet ye comprehend not. This is the Beauty of God amongst you, and the power of His sovereignty within you, could ye but understand."
The Maid In the night-season the beauty of the immortal Beauty hath repaired from the emerald height of fidelity unto the Sadratu'l-Muntahá (16) and wept with such a weeping that the concourse on high and the dwellers of the realms above wailed at his lamenting. Whereupon there was asked why the wailing and weeping? He made reply: as bidden I waited expectant upon the hill of faithfulness, yet inhaled not from them that dwelt on the earth the fragrance of fidelity. Then summoned to return I beheld, and lo! certain doves of holiness were sore tried within the claws of the dogs of earth. Thereupon the Maid of Heaven hastened forth unveiled and resplendent from Her mystic mansion, and asked of their names, and all were told but one. And when urged the first letter thereof was uttered, whereupon the dwellers of the celestial chambers rushed forth out of their habitation of glory. And whilst the second letter was pronounced they fell down, one and all upon the dust. At that moment a voice was heard from the inmost shrine: "Thus far and no farther." (17) Later works such as the "Súratu'l Bayán," revealed in 1873, are rather different in style from Bahá'u'lláh's Baghdad writings. Lamentation and torment are replaced by triumph and glorification of a new revelation.
Step out of thy Holy chamber, O Maid of Heaven...drape thyself in whatever manner pleaseth Thee.... Unveil Thy face, and manifest the beauty of the black eyed damsel.... Herrick's involvement with the WSPU is confirmed by mention of her imprisonment for two months hard labour in the suffrage periodical Votes for Women. The sentence was light because the damage inflicted on the windows of a government building was worth "not more than a few shillings."
37 She is also referred to under her professional name of "Madame
Corelli" donating hats to WSPU fund raising sales from 1911 onward.
Another important link between Bahaism and feminism was Charlotte Despard. Mrs. (1922 -1999 ), Sybil Leek (1917 -1982 , and Maxine Saunders none of these were overtly feminist, in fact despite the importance of the goddess(es), the role of high priestess and the traditional identification of the term "witch" with women, the early Gardnarians seem apolitical and if anything slightly right of centre. By the 1950's the Baha'is in Britain were consumed with the campaign to spread the Baha'i Faith throughout Africa, their teachings were mainly promoted in the form of a number of social principles, including racial and sexual equality. The number of women dominating the leadership and the community began to decline and it was single men and couples who would "pioneer" to Africa. Such was the dominance of these Pagan writers that whilst there is a sharp decline in feminist publications generally the women's spirituality genre seems buoyant. The Baha'is had been unable to react to the second wave of feminism in the way they had to the first. The Baha'i teachings on marriage, sexuality, sexual orientation and abortion were well known within the Baha'i community and they did not reflect the thinking of Persian refugees was unlikely to push feminism higher on the Baha'i agenda. The Baha'is did make some attempt to address issues raised by feminist theology, there were, after all fairly well placed with the Holy Maiden iconography, the historic commitment to women's equality and apart from the membership of the Universal House of Justice issue, a good record of women in leadership roles. The ABS Journal xxxx dedicated an issue to feminist theology and whilst a number of interesting articles exist it was of little interest to ordinary Baha'is because it failed to become relevant.
Conclusion
Over the last half century the Wiccan/Pagan movement has swum with the tide of relevance, while the Baha'is have swum against it, at least in the West. The Pagans have been assisted by the fact that the two most important issues of the last half of the twentieth century have been feminism and the environment, issues which were and are integral to Pagan world view and consequently maximized relevance. The Baha'is have created an exclusivist and highly structured organisation where plans and strategies are relayed through a "top-down" administration with varying levels of success, conversely, the Pagan movement, unconstrained by administration and critical (in some cases) of structures has flourished and become increasingly inclusive. The prohibition on political activism for Baha'is has meant that whilst the widespread acceptance of some of the 45 I have discussed the failure of the Baha'i Faith to address second wave feminism elsewhere, Lil Abdo, "An Examination of Androgyny and Sex Specification in the Kitab-i-Aqdas," Fourth Irfan Colloquium, DePoort Conference Center, Netherlands, November 1994. Lil Abdo, "Possible Criticisms of the Baha'i Faith from a Feminist Perspective," Eighth Irfan Colloquium, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, U.K., December 1995. 46 There is some evidence of short term growth in the Baha'i community in the 1970s, the difficulty appears to have been in retaining rather than attracting converts.
